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Liver Disease in Dogs

Overview
e The liver is a very important organ with a range of different functions.

e Many different things can cause liver problems in dogs, (toxins,
infectious diseases (viruses and bacteria), and cancer to name a few).

e Liver problems tend to cause weight loss, low energy, diarrhoea,
vomiting, and in more severe cases, jaundice (yellow gums and skin).

e Contact your vet if you think your dog might have a problem with his/her
liver.

General information

The liver is a very important organ with many different functions - to name a
few, it liver helps digest food, stores vitamins/minerals, and very importantly,
removes toxins from the body. Liver disease and liver damage can cause a
wide range of symptoms, ranging from mild to serious, and unfortunately in
severe cases (and cases left untreated), can sometimes lead to complete liver
failure. Liver problems are most common in older dogs, but certain conditions
can also affect puppies.
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Causes

There are many different things that can cause liver problems in dogs. Some
begin in the liver (such as a liver tumours and portosystemic shunts), and
others are illnesses that affect other parts of the body as well (for example, a
blood infection that causes many problems including liver damage).
Fortunately, the liver is very good at repairing itself, so if the problem is
treatable, the liver will usually be able to recover and start working again.

Liver problems in dogs can be caused by:

Hepatitis (inflammation of the liver) - there are many different things that
can cause hepatitis, including infectious diseases (leptospirosis and
infectious canine hepatitis), immune problems, and other diseases such as
pancreatitis and inflammatory bowel disease. Some types of hepatitis cause
mild symptoms slowly over time, whereas others cause severe symptoms
very suddenly.

Cancer - liver cancer is most common in dogs over 10 years old - it can be
primary (begin in the liver), or secondary (from another part of the body).

Toxins - certain toxins and poisons such as xylitol, blue green algae, mouldy
food, toxic mushrooms and other toxic plants can damage the liver of dogs.

Certain medications - some medications (such as high doses of
paracetamol, certain antibiotics and anti-epileptic drugs) can cause liver
damage.

Sepsis - sepsis is a severe infection of the blood that can damage the liver
and in severe cases, result in liver failure.

Congenital - these are liver problems that dogs can be born with, for example
a portosystemic shunt (a problem with the liver’s blood vessels). Congenital
problems often cause symptoms very early on in life, but some dogs don't
show symptoms until they are older.

Immune mediated and storage disease - these are uncommon conditions
that can lead to liver disease or liver failure. Some types are more common
in certain breeds.
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Symptoms
Early signs of liver disease:
Lethargy (low energy)

Weight loss

Eating less
Drinking less or drinking more

Vomiting and diarrhoea

More serious liver disease often causes:
e Jaundice (pale or yellow gums, skin or eyes)
Seizures/fits
High temperature (fever)
Small red dots/bruises on the gums or skin (due to clotting problems)
Bloody vomit or diarrhoea
A painful/ bloated belly
Unsteadiness
Head pressing (pushing his/her head against something)

When to contact your vet

Contact your vet if you think your dog has symptoms of liver disease. If your
dog is fitting or showing signs of serious illness, give them first aid and contact
your vet as soon as possible for an emergency appointment.

You know your dog best - always contact your vet if you’re concerned.

Diagnosis and Treatment

The treatment that your dog needs will depend on what’s causing their liver
problem. Your vet may suggest some of the following investigations to find out
what the problem is:

e Blood tests (your vet will look for specific liver markers)
e Urine tests
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¢ An ultrasound scan

e X-rays

e Taking biopsy samples of the liver to send to the lab - often this will be
with a needle while your dog has an ultrasound scan, or during surgery.

If your dog is seriously unwell, it’s likely that they will need a fluid drip,
medication and possibly pain relief while waiting for their results. Follow the
links above for more information about treating specific types of liver disease.

Liver supplements

Your vet may recommend starting your dog on a supplement designed to
protect and repair their liver. The most common liver supplements incude S-
adenosylmethionine and Silibinin (silymarin). Some dogs only need
supplements for a short time while they recover from an acute (sudden) liver
problem, but dogs suffering with chronic (ongoing) liver problems often benefit
from staying on them for the rest of their life.

Liver diets

There are special liver foods available that are easy to digest and contain
additional vitamins, minerals to help protect and heal the liver. They are most
commonly are used for dogs with chronic (ongoing) liver problems, but can
also be used in the short term while a dog recovers from a problem. Always
speak to your vet before starting your dog on a liver diet, especially if they are
very young or have other conditions.

Prevention

Vaccination - some causes of liver disease (for example leptospirosis and
infectious hepatitis), can be prevented by vaccination. It's important to get
your dog vaccinated as a puppy and continue with booster injections
throughout their life.

Toxins and poisons - it's important to protect your dog as much as possible

from any toxins and poisons that can cause liver damage. For more
information, read our poisons and hazards article.
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Cost

Treatment for liver disease can be very expensive, especially if your dog has
an ongoing problem, needs emergency care or referral to a specialist. It's
important to speak openly to your vet about your finances, the cost of
treatment, as well as what you think is right for your dog. There is often more
than one treatment option, so if one doesn’t work for you and your dog then
your vet may be able to offer another.

Consider insuring your dog as soon as you get them, before any signs of

illness start. This will ensure you have all the support you need to care for
them.
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